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When my family and I were back in Kansas visiting my extended family for Christmas, we did 
lots of things that families enjoy at Christmas-time. We opened some presents. We ate some 
meals together. We caught up with each other lives, lots of stuff that families enjoy. But we did 
one thing that my family absolutely loves to do. We played a game. And it wasn’t just any game. 
It was our family game, a game our family has been playing every Christmas Holiday for at least 
50 years. It’s a card game. I’ve heard it called many things, Nertz, Dutch Blitz, Racing Demons. 
We just call it Pounce. I don’t know how to describe it other than to say that it’s like everyone 
plays Solitaire one, everyone else’s hand all at once. 
 
It’s a super-fast game based on your reaction time, and it’s kind of violent! Our family, which is 
normally pretty mild-mannered and civil, is completely transformed by that game. It’s like all 
our pent-up aggression from the year comes out in that game. People’s hands get slapped in 
the game. There’s trash talk, phrases like “Oh, you’re going down” or “You’re dead to me” or 
“Can I get you some Tylenol, because this is going to hurt” are common! People do bad things 
when they’re playing this game. This year, one of my nieces just trounced everyone on the first 
night, so someone in the family, who shall remain nameless but who is a very bad person when 
they are playing this game, found two identical decks of cards, switched out all the good cards 
for bad cards in one deck and arranged things so that, without having a clue what she was 
doing, my niece picked the bad deck. What an awful person! Let me say I was proud of the way 
it worked! She didn’t have a clue until about five hands into the game, when she put down two 
Kings of Diamonds at once. We love to play that game. It’s like our break from reality. I guess 
that’s why we like it so much. For just a few minutes, we feel like we can set aside the demands 
of life and escape reality! Our family loves to play games. 
 
Today we’re going to talk about something a little more serious than Pounce. We’re going to 
talk about playing games with Jesus. We are continuing in our series going through the Gospel 
of John called “More than just a Nice Guy.” In this series, we’ve seen Jesus make several 
incredible claims, claims that he is the true Messiah, that he is the Bread of Life, that he is the 
Living Water. Today we are going to see Jesus make three astounding claims in one passage, 
and we are going to see some people respond to those claims by playing games. 
 
Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to John 8:12-30. Today we are going to start in John 
8:12, and we are going to see this story about the claims Jesus made and the games people 
played. I didn’t mean for that to rhyme. It just did, but we are going to look at that story today 
and, just so you know where we’re headed, the story is going to unfold in four movements in 
this passage. As we look at each one of these four movements, we’ll talk about how what’s 
happening in the story connects to our stories and how we might be tempted to play games. 
 



But before we look at the story, I need to ask you a question. This is a very important question, 
because in a sense this sermon won’t work without it. The question is this: What claim is God 
making in your life right now? What claim is God making on your life right now? Right now, 
what is it that God’s Spirit is calling you to do or maybe to believe? Where is he at work? I’ve 
prayed that God would reveal that you each of you this week. Where is God dealing in your 
heart right now? Is there something God has been asking you to do for Him? Maybe you can’t 
explain it, but you just know that God wants you to do it? Something new. Maybe something 
hard? Is there something God wants you to stop doing? Some area of your life that you know is 
not under God’s control, and he’s asking you to hand it over to him? Is God asking you to 
believe something? Is there some truth in his Word that you are really wrestling with? Or 
maybe has God been speaking to you telling you that you don’t know him and that you need to 
start a relationship with him, that you need to give him your life? What claim is God making in 
your life right now? We’re going to talk about that as we look at this story about playing games, 
and we’re going to pray about that in a minute. 
 
But first let’s read our passage, John 8:12-30. Now let me give you the background of this 
passage. Despite verses 1-11, I believe that was we come to this passage Jesus is still where he 
was at the end of Chapter 7. He’s at the Jerusalem Temple celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles, 
this huge feast that most pious Jews travelled to Jerusalem to attend. As we come to the 
passage, he’s continuing his running debate with the Jewish Religious Authorities, who are 
trying to discredit Jesus and to arrest him and are even trying to kill him. People at the feast are 
dividing over Jesus, when John picks up the story: 
 
When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me 
will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” The Pharisees challenged him, “Here 
you are, appearing as your own witness; your testimony is not valid.” Jesus answered, “Even if I 
testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid, for I know where I came from and where I am 
going. But you have no idea where I come from or where I am going. You judge by human 
standards; I pass judgment on no one. But if I do judge, my decisions are right, because I am not 
alone. I stand with the Father, who sent me. In your own Law it is written that the testimony of 
two men is valid. I am one who testifies for myself; my other witness is the Father, who sent 
me.”  
 
Then they asked him, “Where is your father?” “You do not know me or my Father,” Jesus replied. 
“If you knew me, you would know my Father also.” He spoke these words while teaching in the 
temple area near the place where the offerings were put. Yet no one seized him, because his 
time had not yet come.  
 
Once more Jesus said to them, “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in 
your sin. Where I go, you cannot come.” This made the Jews ask, “Will he kill himself? Is that 
why he says, ‘Where I go, you cannot come’?” But he continued, “You are from below; I am from 
above. You are of this world; I am not of this world. I told you that you would die in your sins; if 
you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.”  
 



“Who are you?” they asked. “Just what I have been claiming all along,” Jesus replied. “I have 
much to say in judgment of you. But he who sent me is reliable, and what I have heard from him 
I tell the world.”  
 
They did not understand that he was telling them about his Father. So Jesus said, “When you 
have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am the one I claim to be and that I do 
nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. The one who sent me is with 
me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him.” Even as he spoke, many put 
their faith in him. 
- John 8:12-30 
 
Our story today unfolds in four movements, and the first one is this: 
  



1. Jesus Makes Some Astounding Claims 
 
In this story, Jesus makes three amazing claims about himself and about what people need to 
do with regard to him. Let’s look at them one at a time. The first one is this: 
 
“I am the Light of the World” 
 
Jesus claimed to be the light of the world. Look at; 
 
When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me 
will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”  
- John 8:12 
 
Jesus claimed to be the light of the world. This was the perfect time and place to make that 
claim, because this was the Feast of Tabernacles and the Feast of Tabernacles was all about 
light. John tells us in verse 20 exactly where Jesus was when he spoke these words. It was a big 
Court in the Temple, called the Court of the Women that had four giant Menorahs or Jewish 
Candlesticks in it. We don’t know how big these things were, but they must have been gigantic 
because eyewitnesses tell us they lit up the entire temple complex. Remember the temple was 
huge 27 football fields. It was all made of white stone, so it would have reflected the light from 
these Menorahs. 
 
Every night during the Feast of Tabernacles they would light these giant menorahs, and then an 
orchestra of Levites would play and pious Jews would sing and dance all night. Each dancer 
would hold up his own torch. All the other hilltops around Jerusalem would also be lit up. Each 
night of the Feast, which lasted eight nights, the flames would get bigger and the light would 
get brighter. Until on the last night, the light was so bright that people said you could see it not 
just from the area around Jerusalem but all the way from the edge of Galilee, a distance of 
almost 80 miles. 
 
The effect was so intense that people said “He who has never seen joy at the Feast of 
Tabernacles has never seen joy.” It was one reason the feast of Tabernacles was so popular. It 
was in this environment that Jesus claimed to be the light, not just of the Temple, not just of 
Jerusalem or Israel, but the Light of the whole world. 
 
It’s an astounding claim. As the Light of the World, Jesus is claiming here to take away darkness. 
In Scripture, darkness is often a metaphor, not just for sin, but for confusion and the unknown. 
Think about all the confusion people face in this world. We face moral confusion, confusion 
about right and wrong.  Isn’t that one of the main sources of conflict in our society? We can’t 
agree on what’s right and what’s wrong. We’re confused. We face religious confusion, 
confusion about what God is like and what he requires. Think of how many wars have been 
fought over religious confusion. We face Philosophical confusion, confusion about what is really 
true. Our knowledge of truth is so limited that many people are doubtful whether absolute 



truth exists at all.  So we face this confusion, this darkness, this situation where morality, and 
God, and truth are confused. 
 
But here Jesus calls himself the light of the world. He promises to take the darkness away. He 
promises to give people who follow him direction and clarity. Do you want to know right from 
wrong? Jesus helps us see that in a way that no other religion, no other philosopher ever could. 
Do you want to know what God is like? Jesus shows us in human flesh. Do you want to know 
what truth is and which truths really matter? Jesus shows us. He gives us a taste of that clarity 
in his teaching in the present and he promises to clear it all up in the future.  As the Light of the 
world, Jesus takes away the confusion of darkness. 
 
But notice he promises more. He promises that those who follow him will have the Light of Life. 
Just as light gives life to everything on our planet, Jesus promises that as the Light of the world 
he will give life to those who follow him. 
 
That’s quite a claim isn’t it? I reckon I would have been astounded if I had heard Jesus make a 
claim like that. But Jesus isn’t done. He makes another claim, and this second claim is a natural 
consequence of him being the Light of the world. The second claim is this: 
  



“I am the Judge” 
 
Jesus doesn’t say this directly here. He will wait until Chapter 9, the second time he calls himself 
the light of the world. To do that, he doesn’t say it directly here but he does clearly imply that 
he is the judge. This would have been astounding to the Pharisees. They were used to being the 
ones who judged. They were the Religious Authorities. They were the Rabbis, the Teachers, 
many of them were on the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of Israel. They literally had the power 
of life and death over people. They thought they were the judges. 
 
You can see this in the story. As soon as Jesus says “I am the Light of the World,” how do they 
respond? Like Judges! They say “Sorry, that’s incorrect procedure. Your testimony is 
inadmissible, because you don’t have a second witness. You can’t testify on your own behalf.” 
We’ll look at what they were talking about there in a minute, but they put themselves in the 
role of Judge. Look how Jesus responds:  
 
You judge by human standards; I pass judgment on no one. But if I do judge, my decisions are 
right, because I am not alone. I stand with the Father, who sent me. 
- John 8:15-16 
 
He is pronouncing judgment on their judgment. He says “You are completely judging by the 
wrong standard. You are trying to judge a spiritual matter with your fallen, fleshly, crooked self-
promoting perspective.” He goes on to say “I am not passing judgment on anyone in the way 
that you do, but when I do pass judgment, you can be sure that my judgement will be right.” 
Then look at what he says: 
 
“I have much to say in judgment of you. But he who sent me is reliable, and what I have heard 
from him I tell the world.”  
- John 8:26 
 
Jesus is saying “I have plenty of judgment to pass on you. I have much to say, but I only speak 
about what the Father tells me to speak about. So not right now, but I will pass judgment.” 
Jesus is claiming to be the Judge. 
 
Again, this is an astounding claim. I believe Kim Ledford used to be a judge. Can you imagine me 
going into her courtroom during a trial and saying “By the way, Judge Ledford, you are judging 
by the wrong standard completely! In fact, I have a lot to say in judgment of you, but not right 
now.” Jesus is claiming to be the judge, the one who will hand out verdicts in the end, and it’s a 
natural consequence of being the light. Light exposes. Again, it’s an astounding claim. 
 
So Jesus is the light of the world. He’s the judge. Now he makes one more claim, and it’s this: 
 
“Unless you believe in me, you will die in your sins.” 
 
Look at what Jesus says to the Pharisees: 



 
Once more Jesus said to them, “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in 
your sin. Where I go, you cannot come.” 
- John 8:21 
 
Now that is an astounding claim! Here Jesus is he’s talking to the Religious Leaders of God’s 
chosen nation, the guys who put in the time to keep the commandments and be exemplary 
Jews. Jesus, who has pronounced salvation on Samaritans and Tax Collectors and Gentiles, tells 
them “You’ve missed the boat. I’m leaving this world, and you will look for me (meaning that 
they will keep looking for God’s Messiah) and you will die in your sins, because I am the only 
Messiah there is.” That’s a bold claim! Just in case they didn’t get it, he repeats it again: 
  
I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, 
you will indeed die in your sins.”  
- John 8:24 
 
Again, these are astounding claims. “I am the Light of the whole world. I am the judge. Unless 
you believe in me, you will die in your sins.” These are bold, shocking, astounding claims. Who 
would make such claims? The patriarchs: Isaac, Joseph, Abraham, who is the Father of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam, he never made such claims. The Prophets: Moses, Isiah, John the Baptist 
they never made such claims. The Heroes of the Faith: David, Solomon, the Judges they never 
made such claims ever! Who would make such a claim? Only one person, Jesus. He laid all these 
astounding claims on the Pharisees and, he lays them on us as well. He’s still the Light of the 
World He’s still the Judge. Unless we believe in Him, we will still die in our sins. He lays other 
astounding claims on us too.  
 
Jesus says “Whoever seeks to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for my sake 
and the sake of the gospel will save it.” He says “If any man would be my disciple, he must take 
up his cross and die daily.” He says “Love your enemies. Pray for those who persecute you if 
someone slaps you on the right cheek. Turn the other to them as well.” 
 
Jesus lays astounding claims before us, claims about who he is claims about what it means to 
follow him. He calls us to obey him as Lord, without question, without hesitation, without 
excuse. What astounding claim is Jesus making in your life right now? What is he calling you to 
do or believe? Does it seem too hard? Too big? Too inconvenient? Too unlike those around 
you? What is God’s Spirit saying to you today? 
 
Jesus makes astounding claims. That’s the first movement of our story. Now unfortunately, the 
second movement is this: 
  



The Pharisees Respond by Playing Games 
 
Jesus makes these radical, astounding claims, claims that call for a response. Think about it:  If I 
stood up here this morning and told you that I was the Light of the whole world, you might 
blow me off or take me to the asylum. Actually, you would probably just go “It’s got to be one 
of John’s corny jokes!” Then you would blow me off! 
 
But if I had a nationwide reputation as someone who had cast out demons and worked 
miracles, if I had fed 20,000 people in the desert, and then I came to town, and in the most 
public place possible, cured a man who had been disabled for 38 years, and then taught so 
compellingly that the police you sent to arrest me couldn’t carry out their task because they 
were so amazed at the words I spoke, and THEN I claimed to be the Light of the World, the 
Judge, and that you were going to die in your sins if you didn’t believe me, don’t you think you 
would say “You’re right” or “Tell me more” or at least interact with the actual claims I made? I 
think I would. 
 
That’s the exact opposite of what the Pharisees do. Instead of responding to Jesus’ claims, they 
play games. Let me show you what I mean. In verse 12, Jesus says “I am the light of the world, 
whoever follows me will never walk in darkness.” You would think the Pharisees would respond 
with something like “How do we follow you?” or “What light can you shed on this issue?” 
Instead, look how they respond: 
 
The Pharisees challenged him, “Here you are, appearing as your own witness; your testimony is 
not valid.” 
- John 8:13 
 
They’re not even interacting with his claim! They are quoting a verse from the Old Testament 
Law that said “If someone is accused of murder, they have to have two witnesses or the 
accusation isn’t valid.” It doesn’t even relate to the situation at hand! They are simply using a 
technicality of Scripture to stiff-arm Jesus and ignore his claim. When Jesus claims to be the 
judge in verses 15-18, when he says “When I do judge, it will be according to my Father’s 
standards...” look at how they respond:  
 
Then they asked him, “Where is your father?” 
- John 8:19 
 
In other words, “You said you judged by the Father’s standards instead of talking about what 
your Father’s standards actually are and how we are violating them. Let’s talk about where your 
Father is, because we don’t see him.” 
 
Then Jesus claims that they are going to die in their sins if they don’t believe in him. In verse 21, 
Jesus says this “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in your sin. Where I 
go, you cannot come.” Now, that’s a pretty serious claim coming from a guy who can heal the 



lame, and feed 20,000 people isn’t it? I’d be thinking about that one for sure! But look at how 
they respond: 
 
This made the Jews ask, “Will he kill himself? Is that why he says, ‘Where I go, you cannot 
come’?” 
- John 8:22 
 
When I read that, I just think “Really? Of all the things Jesus just said “I am the light. I am the 
Judge. You’re going to die in your sins.” This is the one you’re going to interact with? Jesus 
offers you light to follow. He explains that you are judging and living by the wrong standard. He 
warns you that you are going to die in your sins, and your response is “I wonder if he’s going to 
kill himself?” That’s all you got out of it? You didn’t hear anything else he said? You’re kind of 
missing the point.  
 
It reminds me of Elisabeth when she was three years old. We had taught her “We don’t call 
people stupid. That’s not nice. It’s the “S” word.” One day I was doing something. I don’t 
remember what it was, but it was very difficult and very labor intensive. In the middle of it, 
something broke, and I said “That stupid thing.” Elisabeth said “You shouldn’t say stupid.” I’m 
trying to do this thing, and she keeps saying “Daddy, you shouldn’t say stupid.” I’m like “Honey, 
it wasn’t even a person and sometimes it’s OK.” She keeps saying “You shouldn’t say stupid.” 
I’m trying to focus, and finally I tell her “Elisabeth, stop talking!” Then we go through the rest of 
the day. we do lots of fun things. We get to the end of the day. I’m like tucking her in and 
praying with her. We finish, and I say goodnight. She goes “You still shouldn’t have said stupid.” 
I’m like “Really, that’s your takeaway from the whole day?” 
 
It’s kind of like that in this story. They’re focusing on this little teeny thing and missing the 
whole point. Except the Pharisees aren’t three year olds, and they’re not trying to keep the rule 
like Elisabeth was. What they are actually doing is looking for any excuse they can find any 
excuse, no matter how miniscule, no matter how much of a side-issue it is. They’re looking for 
any excuse to keep from interacting with Jesus’ claims about who he is and what he requires. 
 
They’re playing games to keep Jesus at bay. He says “I’m the light.” They say “You need an extra 
witness.” He says “I’m the Judge.” They say “We don’t see your Father.” He says “You’re in 
danger of dying in your sin.” They say “I think he’s going to kill himself. He’s crazy. We don’t 
have to listen to him.” They’re playing games to keep Jesus at bay. 
 
It would almost be laughable if it weren’t so much like us. Because we do the same thing 
sometimes, don’t we? Don’t we play games to keep Jesus at bay? To keep from truly interacting 
with his claims on our life? 
 
When God asks us to do something new or something big in our lives, don’t we sometimes play 
games and excuse ourselves? Don’t we say things like “It’s too hard too disruptive to my life. I 
don’t think God would want me to do that.” Don’t we sometimes do that? 
 



When God tells us to flee from sin, when he tells us to stop doing something or to give control 
of some area of our lives over to him, don’t we play games? Don’t we say “Well, compared to 
so and so I’m a really good person so I don’t need to worry about it”? Don’t we sometimes say 
“I’m just going to disobey now and make up with God later?” Have you ever done that? I can 
remember one man who left his wife and children for another woman. When the leadership of 
the church begged him to repent, he literally said “King David in the bible committed adultery. I 
can always repent later.” Don’t we sometimes play games when Jesus tells us to stop doing 
things? 
 
Don’t we play games when, like he did to the Pharisees, God calls us to believe something that 
we don’t like the implications of? Don’t we tell ourselves that we don’t understand? Don’t we 
pretend that those disturbing verses aren’t in our Bibles? Don’t we play games with God? I 
know I sometimes do.  
 
Maybe you’re playing games with God right now. Maybe while I’m talking, you know God is 
making a claim on your life maybe to do something, maybe to stop doing something, maybe 
he’s telling you that you need him in your life that you need to follow Christ and find life. 
Whatever it is God is speaking at this moment and you are deciding whether to acknowledge 
his claim and move forward or to play games. 
 
Jesus makes astonishing claims, but it is possible that like the Pharisees, we can choose to 
respond by playing games. That’s the second movement of this story. Now the third is this: 
 
  



The Pharisees Win 
 
This point is short and sweet, but if you read the story, it’s true. The Pharisees win. Notice 
where the conversation in this story goes. It goes nowhere! In fact, that’s one of the things that 
makes this section of John’s gospel so frustrating and kind of difficult to read and understand. It 
goes nowhere! In Chapter 6, Jesus argues with the Religious Authorities, who hijack the 
conversation and take it to little side issues. In Chapter 7, Jesus argues with Religious 
Authorities who hijack the conversation and take it to little side issues. In Chapter 8, Jesus 
argues with the Religious Authorities who hijack the conversation and take it to little side 
issues. It’s like the shampoo bottle. Lather, Rinse, Repeat. It doesn’t go anywhere! 
 
And here’s the thing: They win. The Pharisees win. They manage to keep from interacting with 
the real issue in their lives. They talk about how many witnesses Jesus has. They talk about 
where his Father is. They talk about whether he is going to commit suicide. But they never talk 
about the hypocrisy and sin in their lives. They never talk about who Jesus is actually claiming to 
be. They never talk about the light the life, the forgiveness that he offers them, because they’ve 
added it up and they’ve decided that it will be too costly to have the real conversation.  
 
So the Pharisees win. You know what? I hate to say this, but You can win too. If you really want 
to, you can win just like the pharisees did. You can put up walls of excuses and logistical issues 
that keep you from truly obeying Jesus. You can chase rabbit trails in your relationship with God 
to distract yourself and tell yourself that everything is OK. You can give Jesus the stiff-arm and 
keep him out of your personal business. 
 
If you really want to, you can do this. The Bible calls it “Grieving the Holy Spirit.” To grieve 
means to make the Spirit sad, to make him sorrowful to the point that he shuts down, and 
stops communicating in our lives. We can do that, if we harden our hearts to the Spirit long 
enough. I’ve been there before in my own life, and let me tell you, it’s not a good place to be 
when the Spirit gives up, and says “OK, do it your way.” But we can do it. 
 
(1) Jesus makes some astounding claims. (2) The Pharisees play games in response. (3) The 
Pharisees win. Now one more point we need to make, and it’s this: 
  



But They Don’t  
 
The Pharisees seem to win the game. They manage to keep Jesus at arm’s length and to avoid 
discussing the real issues that are at stake here. They seem to win the game. They seem to get 
what they want. But they don’t. Despite all the brilliant arguments and strategies, the Pharisees 
don’t actually win, because they’re playing a game! The whole point of a game is that it’s not 
real. Right? It’s not real. The reason we play games is to take a break from reality. It’s like my 
family and our family game. We huff and puff, we threaten each other, we plot and scheme, 
but in the end, all the cards to back in the box and we put it away and we go back to reality. 
 
The reality is that the Pharisees, although they’ve kept the conversation where they want it, are 
still in their sins. Their influence, their power-base that seemed so successful, so stiflingly 
powerful at this moment the thing they would go to any lengths to protect, was of no 
consequence. Look at what Jesus says: 
 
So Jesus said, “When you have lifted up (crucified) the Son of Man, then you will know that I am 
the one I claim to be and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught 
me 
- John 8:28 
 
Jesus is speaking here of his crucifixion. The ironic thing about it is this: They crucified Jesus. In 
the end, they carried out their plan to arrest and execute him. It didn’t seem like it could get 
any more decisively victorious than that. But the net effect of the crucifixion was this: In a 
matter of decades, the world began to recognize Jesus for who he was, and the Pharisees faded 
into oblivion. Nowadays they are pretty much only known as the bad guys of the New 
Testament. They won the game, but lost reality. 
 
Today this passage acts as a warning to us. It’s not something that we need to fear, but it 
should cause us to really stop and think about the claims Jesus makes in our lives, about our 
ability to play games and keep him at bay when he makes those claims, and about the things 
we miss out on even when it seems like we win. 
 
What claim is Jesus making in your life today? Is it something he wants you to do? Something 
he wants you to stop doing? Something he wants you to believe? What claim is he making? 
Let’s not play games. Let’s respond today. 


